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Intro: A time of theory and theories of the time 


“The moment that one describes the material process of 
production, the specificity of the product tends to 
evaporate, while at the same time the possibility of another 
outcome, another end result of the process appears.” 


The culture of politization emerging from the 1968 student protest in the German 
context was caught in the tension between critique and adaptation of the new 
technologies that enabled post-war quotidian life. The mechanisms of social control 
were situated tightly into the unfolding means of mass media? which were under 
irrefutable scrutiny after having been developed for the goal of manufacturing 
genocidal consent.? Being seen as the definite tools to suppress historical class 
consciousness and international solidarity, new media technologies were to be 
questioned and combatted. To find the strategies of this combat, philosophical efforts 
turned out to be increasingly insufficient, so the period was characterized by a turn to 
critical and concrete thought, exemplified by the appealing term of theory.* Still in the 
revolt against institutional academic authority, varying degrees of the possibility for 
action embedded in circulating theories of the time lead to ambivalent evaluating and 
reformulating of ideas. So approaches that opposed Adorno’s strict denial of mass- 
media “cultural industry” were emerging alongside this search for the effective means 
of protest. A first wave in efforts to appropriate the new media landscape for 


politicizing the masses is certainly represented in this new left, most influentially 


1 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1983), p. 59. 

2 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (Routledge, 2013). 

3 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialektik der Aufklärung: Philosophische Fragmente (S. Fischer Verlag, 2010). 
4 Fredric Jameson, ‘Periodizing the 60s’, Social Text, 9/10, 1984, 178-209. 


conceptualized in Enzensberger’s “Constituents of a Theory of the Media”.° In 1970 
Adorno is dead, when the sentence “the new media are oriented towards action, not 
contemplation; towards the present, not tradition”® fundamentally undermines the 
elitist negation of the realm of popular culture. Throughout and certainly as a legacy of 
1968 the politization specifically of film as a medium for critical artistic analysis and 
reflection manifested.’ It is from this context that the German filmmaker and writer 
Harun Farocki, born 1944, emerges. His earliest works exemplify the prevalent idea in 
this time of theory that thoughts and concepts can become weapons, and that the way 
to forge these practical transformations are not rarely artistic and cultural. One of 
these is the 3-minute agit-prop experiment “The Words of the Chairman” (1967)°, in 
which a page from Mao Zedong’s “Red Book” is turned into a paper plane and thrown 
into a soup eaten by a paper bag impersonation of the Shah of Iran, whose visit to 
West Berlin was heavily protested in 67’. The circumstances and reception of this short 
work illustrate the ambivalent conflict around the question, if words turned into media- 
weapons fighting the ruling class are really sufficient to deny the need to take up 
‘material’ weapons to fight the ideological ruling-class media. While Farocki himself 
was acting in the “The Words of the Chairman”, the camera was held by Holger Meins, 
then fellow student at the “Deutsche Film- und Fernsehakademie Berlin”, later founding 
member of the militant extreme leftist organization RAF. Meins, who died 1974 on 
hunger strike in prison, started out on the premises of subversion and agitation, but 
turned to pursue violent forms of combat towards the media, in the RAFs case often 
the Axel Springer publishing group. It seems almost like the disillusioned offshoots of a 
practical media critique in the years after 1968 demanded instead of abstract vague 
discourse very unambivalent material statements, such as bombs. Harun Farocki 
himself writes about Meins, that it could have been the disappointment of a deep love 
for film which drove him into crime.° Farocki in this passage also shows an implicit 
rejection of militancy, or at least his choice for the love of films and conviction of 


fighting through the means of media. 


5 Hans Magnus Enzensberger, ‘Baukasten Zu Einer Theorie Der Medien’, Kursbuch, 20.1970 (1970), 159-86. 

6 Enzensberger, p. 21. 

7 Susanne Leeb, ‘Achtundsechzig Antikolonial: Szenen Militanter Kunst- Und Filmproduktion Und Implikationen Fur Eine 
(Kunst)Geschichtsschreibung’, in Von Künstlerischen Praktiken Und Vertrackten Utopien: Vierzehn Beiträge Zu 1968 
(Transcript Verlag, 2021). 

8 ‘Harun Farocki: The Words of the Chairman’ <https://www.harunfarocki.de/films/1960s/1967/the-words-of-the- 
chairman.html> [accessed 6 March 2024]. 

9 Harun Farocki and others, Harun Farocki, Nachdruck: Texte;[AnlaBlich Der Retrospektive von Harun Farocki Im 
Westfälischen Kunstverein Und Im Filmclub Münster Vom 29. Juni Bis 5. August 2001, in Kooperation Mit Dem Frankfurter 
Kunstverein...] (Vorwerk 8, 2001), p. 291. 
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Detained, the RAF-Members insisted on being regarded as prisoners of war’? in their 
fight against the production of media which enabled one or several wars. Seeking the 
alternative not in the fighting of production, but in the alternative production outside of 
fighting, was an endeavor Farocki’s work could arguably be prescribed to. Not in a 
strictly pacifist sense, but more so operating on the hidden frontlines of interception, 
analyzing the ways in which wars are fought, that cannot be won. In the strategic 
dismantling of the firearms and defense systems into their component parts, so 
thoroughly until nothing but bolts and gears remained, not one, but every industry 
reappeared. So as to consider not any war, but the war between classes, the worker is 
perpetually unhidden in Farockis films. 1986 this task becomes increasingly critical as 
labour is in danger of appearing invisible, even to those daring to peer behind the 
factory gates. ‘As You See’ (1986)" is a 72-minute documentary essayfilm, to which 
this category is not a simple description, but a statement elaborated by Farocki 
himself, as will be examined. In it a materialist media archeology assembles the 
evolving technologies of ‘post-industrial’ production in an open, dramatic dialogue 
between the civic and the militaristic, between planning and its out-come or between 
the determined and the alternative. The film disturbs the order and hierarchies 
between different materialities of the image, such as historical photographs, 
educational illustrations, mathematical schematics and ‘self-found’ footage. Farocki 
asks these images questions that could be deemed either over their ascribed 


significance or unworthy of their authoritative status. 


‘As You see’ appears at the historic crossroad of realizing principles of automated 
cybernetic production, in which the replacement of the human body or the 
digitalization of seeing and imagining is still an open process, in need of 
contextualization. While the development of digital images both in Farockis Work and 
the sociotechnical landscape does not appear here for the first time, the work is 
marked by the shift from the analog to the digital and the modes of representation that 
operate between them. When the digital image is regarded as something unique and 
detached from material reality a corrupting blindness emerges which obscures its 
peculiar qualities, the possibilities of its critique and its uses for alternative action. This 
is what Farocki dismantles through an intermedial material weaving of the digital 
transformation, in which he finds and unearths the embeddedness of the virtual. This 
10 Jutta Ditfurth, Ulrike Meinhof: die Biografie (Ullstein, 2007). 


11 ‘Harun Farocki: As You See’ <https://www.harunfarocki.de/films/1980s/1986/as-you-see.html> [accessed 6 March 
2024]. 


text is about the relation of representation and materiality in industrial production and 
the way Farocki’s ‘As You See’ analyzes it. Firstly, the mode of his filmmaking as 
unhiding the areas of labor and production is historicized. In exchange with Vilhelm 
Flusser and Farocki’s own conception of the Operative Image, the right path to a 
materiality of the digital is searched through the theories of Katherine Hayles. 
Establishing the ground for immanence, the nature of Farocki’s mode of comparison is 
examined and the powerful contributions of Kerstin Stakemeier to positioning 
intermediality inside and outside of art are applied. Lastly the exposed hierarchies of 
intermedial relations are speculatively put in dialogue to Boris Arvatov’s Productivism 


as a material practice of searching alternative potentials in contingent technologies. 


Seeing into Production 


“Every kind of capitalist production, in so far as it is not only a labour- 
process, but also a process of creating surplus value, has this in 
common, that it is not the workman that employs the instruments of 
labour, but the instruments of labour that employ the workman.”12 


The film ‘As You See’ by Harun Farocki unhides the obvious." It is an assemblage of 
images that try to convey information about the development of industrial technology 
between mundane daily application and militaristic overpowering. To call it a collage 
would be reckless to the researched threads of effective history which are laid out and 
reassembled in a manner that does not charge them with a new detached random 
meaning, but rather discharges the meaning they carry into this situation of conflict. 
One of the central threads is the motion of turning and rotating: The gatling gun 
exemplifies its deadliness through this efficient action, it shortens the time needed to 


fire the next round to elongate the time it can shoot for. 


The Marxist necessity to look into the processes of industry and inquire their 
technological basis is a fundamental aspect of an applied historical materialism. As 
stated, seeing into Production should effectively not result in romanticizing the worker, 
but attuning the perspective for the relationship between the human and the machine 


from which the product emerges. One attempt to define Production could be that its 


12 Karl Marx, Capital: Volume | (Penguin UK, 2004), p. 269. 
13 Dagmar Arnold, ‘Offensichtlichkeit Und ,Art Des Sehens “. Harun Farockis Film WIE MAN SIEHT’, Augen-Blick. 
Marburger Hefte Zur Medienwissenschaft, 1991, 76-82. 


goal is to design and plan the relationship between machine and human, while it is 
ultimately unpredictable. In ‘As You See’, the relationship between the gatling gun and 
its worker, the soldier of the 20'" century, is a recurring theme. The gatling gun 
employs the worker in a way that is contradicting to the plan the designers of military 
production have laid it out initially: It was supposed to reduce death, make warfare 


more safe, more efficiently rationalized. In contrast it ramped up the number of deaths: 


“But since a machine-gun can kill more people, larger armies were 
needed, not smaller. When products are made by machine, you need 
fewer workers, but larger markets.”14 


Cynically Farocki compares the killed soldiers to customers, they are the receiving end 
of the innovated product. This is done in well awareness of the ways in which the 
changed material relations of humans to (their) ‘nature’ through the machine requires 
the organization of social groups to adapt to them, and not vice versa, despite the 
errors of idealistically imagined expectations. The ignorance towards the new 
condition however can only result in “acts of blind fury”, to quote Marx.” As the thread 
of the gatling gun runs out in the film, describing the soldiers being sent into their new 
efficient death, Farocki says: “this was their Maschinensturm”.' The German term 
refers to the various protest movements against the mechanization in the industrial 
revolution by workers, whose positions are endangered by the rationalized production. 
While in Marxist research today the destruction of the newly developed machines are 
assessed as an effective form of financial damage to the factory owner, Marx and 
Engels themselves regarded the actions as ignorant hostility to the advancement of 
technology and dismissed them as counterproductive.” As their goal was to further the 
means of production it was not a question of the machines existence, but of its 
employment, while at the same time it remains critical that the structure of the 
machine determines the way it employs the human body. The ambivalent history of the 
term underlines again that the question of materiality is not only central to the analysis 


and pitfalls of capitalist production but also to finding strategies of its protest. 


14 ‘Harun Farocki: As You See’. 

15 Walter Müller-Jentsch, ‘Maschinenstürmer’, Wolfgang FH, Frigga H., Peter J., & K. Wolfgang (Hrsg.), Historisch- 
Kritisches Wörterbuch Des Marxismus, 2015, 2035-40. 

16 ‘Harun Farocki: As You See’. 

17 Muller-Jentsch. 


First and foremost Farocki applies in his work a kind of historical materialism as an 
immanent critique, to which the documentary image constitutes its basis.’ Rosenbaum 
states that ‘As You See’ “initially might seem to proceed in the manner of a Marxist 
slide lecture”, however linearity is explicitly subverted. The structure of conclusion 
and statement is left open, all while the work is filled with the search and research for 
how the factual can be constituted and historicized. As a work of art it relies heavily on 
mannerisms of academic inquiry, while negating the production of empirical authority. 
This hybrid form can only be called essay, as it “thinks in fragments [...] and finds unity 
in and through the break and not by glossing them over.”?° In the time around the 
making of ‘As You See’ Farocki adopted this category explicitly as he saw it’s potential 
for critical analysis. After the premiere of ‘As You See’, he wanted to make a follow-up 
film, which was called “On the history of labour”.?' In the proposals for funding he 
clearly emphasized the essay form and called it “the unity of scientific and literary 
expression.”?? This film was never realized, but its material went into the films “Images- 
War”(1987) and “Images of the World and the Inscription of War” (1988). This period 
can be designated as essayistic, but Aurel Sieber warns of such a classification, 


because it reduces the category of the essay film to formal aspects: 


"The discourse on the essay always reflects the tension constitutive of 
the essay between the desire for generalization and the insight into its 
impossibility."24 


The essayistic documentary undermines the naturalist assertion that world-historical 
relations can objectively be depicted. It opposes any notion of art, as well as the 


documentary, being some kind of simple mirror-image of society.*° Christa Blümlinger 


18 Jonathan Rosenbaum, ‘The Road Not Taken: Films by Harun Farocki’, in Harun Farocki: Working on the Sight-Lines 
(Amsterdam University Press, 2004), pp. 157-61 (p. 161) <https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/35119> 
[accessed 21 February 2024]. 

19 Rosenbaum, p. 158. 

20 Theodor W. Adorno, Bob Hullot-Kentor, and Frederic Will, ‘The Essay as Form’, New German Critique, 32, 1984, 151- 
71. 

21 Harun Farocki, Zur Geschichte Der Arbeit: Dokument, Material, Kommentar (Harun Farocki Institut with Motto Books, 
2020). 

22 Farocki, Zur Geschichte Der Arbeit, p. 9. 

23 ‘Harun Farocki: Images of the World and the Inscription of War’ 
<https://www.harunfarocki.de/films/1980s/1988/images-of-the-world-and-the-inscription-of-war.html> [accessed 9 
March 2024]. 

24 Aurel Sieber, ‘Das Vergleichen vergleichen: Harun Farockis essayistische Filmpraxis’, Figurationen, 21.1 (2020), 85-105 
(p. 99) <https://doi.org/10.7788/figu.2020.21.1.85>. 

25 Marzena Chilewski, ‘Der Essayfilm als Kunst der Gesellschaft’, in Film als Kunst der Gesellschaft: Asthetische 
Innovationen und gesellschaftliche Verhältnisse, ed. by Lutz Hieber and Rainer Winter, Film und Bewegtbild in Kultur und 
Gesellschaft (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien, 2020), pp. 109-27 <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-30461-4_6>. 
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characterized the essayistic form as “ongoing”:?® “It opposes the convention of linear 
narration in forming a coherent whole from a system of allusions, repetitions, 
oppositions and correspondences.”? Farockis film is a counter-strategy, which strips 
itself from a rationality of depicting to pierce through the ideological layer towards the 
material condition which it hides and therein achieves to “exceed the limits of the 
discourse it feeds”*. It needs to explicate its mode of production to not be subsumed 


under an art, which leaves its capitalistic context of exploitation unreflected. 


Operating with the Virtual 


“A lot of nonsense has been talked about the word immaterial. But 
when people start to speak of ‘immaterial culture‘, such nonsense can 
no longer be tolerated.”?° 


As the film finds itself at the emergence of technically produced images and their 
application in production, the perspective of historical materialism seemingly enters a 
crisis. The elusive, cold relationality of the digital interface and the evermore hidden 
origin of authoritative planning and design inside the electrical brain of the computer 
submerge the material conditions of cybernetic ‘post’-industrial labour into precarious 
visibility. Farocki’s Marxism does not respond with a helpless dismissal of digital media 
culture or with a blind romanticization of tangible manual work, but attempts to trace 
back the possibilities of critique in the technical image to its obscure yet material 


basis. 


Vilhelm Flusser, Brazilian Czech-born philosopher of technology and media, was a 
significant influence for Farocki’s work and more so writing. His thought appears 
central to discerning the materiality of the digital image. Farocki writes, explaining 
Flusser’s theory in the funding proposal for the follow-up film “On the history of 
labour”, that the technical image itself was invented as a reaction to a crisis.” 


Scientific texts started making statements that weren't possible to imagine anymore. 


26 Christa Blümlinger, ‘Harun Farocki... The Art of the Possible’, in Stuff It: The Video Essay in the Digital Age (Springer, 
2003), ii, 99-111 (p. 99). 

27 Blümlinger, ii, p. 111. 

28 Jan Verwoert, ‘Production Pattern Associations On the Work of Harun Farocki’, Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context and 
Enquiry, 11 (2005), 64-78 (p. 74) <https://doi.org/10.1086/aft.11.20711572>. 

29 Vilem Flusser, Shape of Things: A Philosophy of Design (Reaktion Books, 2013), p. 22. 

30 Farocki, Zur Geschichte Der Arbeit, p. 5. 


Technical images were needed to bridge the increasing complexity of technological 
and scientific ‘progress’ towards a new dimension of visualization, “completely 
different from depiction”.”' They consolidate disparate and particular information into 
concrete, graspable consciousness, which for Flusser cannot be achieved without 
‘apparatuses’, that are necessarily blindly executing mechanisms of possibility and 
impossibility.22 Verging on the poetic, Farocki shares with Flusser an idiosyncratic 
approach to language, dedicated to disrupt predominant rationality. From Flusser 
Farocki derived his concept of the ‘operational image’, central to his later work, which 
refers to images that are produced autonomously by a machine, which represents a 
part of an operation that the machine executes.?? Often misunderstood, the operational 
image is not something the machine needs, it is not their own particular vision or 
equivalent of dreams, which constantly occur under the hood of its encasing.** The 
most important insight this term brought forward is not that machines produce images 
on their own, that there is a hidden world of images that autonomously runs beneath 
our slow sensory radar.*° The machines doesn’t need the images to operate, it needs 
them to operate us. They are the interface that enable our reaction and command our 


action in our relation to the digital: 


“There are no pictures that do not aim at the human eye. A computer 
can process pictures, but it needs no pictures to verify or falsify what it 
reads in the images it processes.”® 


As Marx stated that the ‘instruments of labour employ the workman’, it is the machine 
that employs the human through operational images. In a way the machine does need 
these images, but only so far it still needs any interaction by a human operator to 
function. In the ‘post’-industrial factory the worker has not disappeared, but is part of 
this new cybernetic circuit fulfilling the central responsibility of closing the feedback 
loop. The machine and the worker are communicating with each other in a manner of 


care, they are communicating to each other if the state of a process runs ‘well’. 


31 Vilém Flusser, Into the Universe of Technical Images (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), p. 13. 
32 Flusser, Into the Universe of Technical Images, p. 16. 

33 Harun Farocki, Phantom Images, 2004 
<https://public.journals.yorku.ca/index.php/public/article/download/30354/27882>. 

34 Christa Blümlinger, ‘An Archeologist of the Present - Journal #59’ <https://www.e-flux.com/journal/59/61092/an- 
archeologist-of-the-present/> [accessed 10 March 2024]. 

35 Ingrid Hoelzl, ‘The Operative Image - An Approximation’, The New Everyday: A Media Commons Project, 2014 
<https://www.academia.edu/6195018/The_Operative_lmage_An_Approximation> [accessed 1 March 2024]. 

36 Farocki, Phantom Images, p. 21. 


Attentive, they are using our language, the one of images, and we theirs, the one of 


calculations. 


‘As You See’ is set before the extensive advent of the operational image. It tackles a 
question that will remain underlying to the human reception of visualization: what is to 
expect from the materiality of information? Vilhelm Flusser criticizes the notion of an 
‘immaterial’ cyberculture prevalent today in his essay “Form and Material”.”” Derived 
from the term information, through significant parts of information theory, Flusser 
constructs ‘Forms’ as “containers cobbled together for phenomena.”” The Formal and 
the Material are not opposites, but distinct interlocking aspects, the formal ‘in-forms’ 
the material. The relation between these aspects has changed in the advent of new 
digital technology, which brought about a “flood of forms”, discernable from previous 
sociotechnical eras, which “we fill with material so as to ‘materialize’ the forms.” 
Certainly Flusser’s essay opens up perspectives of immanence, which tackle the 
boundaries of information and materiality. However in large, even in the parts where he 
explicitly denies that his ‘Forms’ are alike to Platonic Ideas, he does not escape the 
structure of idealism. The term is replaced, but ultimately the direction of material 
filling the form constructs it as a consequence of thought, it reinforces the superiority 


of ideas to bring the material world into shape. 


Alternatively, to continue the trace of immanence and its difficult evolution in the 
digital, Katherine Hayles theory of Virtuality is a remedy.*° In her conception, “Virtuality 
is the cultural perception that material objects are interpenetrated by information 
patterns.”*’ She analyses that the separation of information and materiality has a 
history in which techno-sciences, cybernetic theory, and the need for efficient warfare 
appear as interlocking forces. During World War Il the mode of dominance through 
information was explicated as a necessity towards which funding, technological 
development and intellectual alertness should be directed.** Hayles notices a severe 
erroneous inversion with which idealistic modernism reacted to the discoveries made 
in this period, which changed the relation between information and the material. 


Finding information patterns as fundamental, both in the biological as DNA and in the 


37 Flusser, Shape of Things, p. 22. 

38 Flusser, Shape of Things, p. 26. 

39 Flusser, Shape of Things, p. 28. 

40 Katherine Hayles, ‘The Condition of Virtuality’, in The Digital Dialectic (The MIT Press, 1999) 
<https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/2418.003.0010>. 

41 Hayles, p. 2. 

42 Hayles, p. 5. 


technosocial through cybernetics, lead to a perspective of it as the site of “mastery 
and control over the material world.”4° What was crucially hidden in the blind spot of 
idealism, all the while vigorously scientifically worked on, is the way this information is 


processed, transmitted and stored: 


“The efficacy of information depends on a highly articulated material 
base.”** 


The digital transmission of information is only made possible through complex 
technological infrastructure, much of which developments emerged form accidents of 
reactions and combinations, and also is still strongly affected by the sensitivity and 


autonomy of the material conditions, which enable it. 


The film ‘As You See’ strongly correlates to this socio-historical analysis in tracing the 
relation between materiality and its informational representation emerging from the 
onset of cybernetic ideology in the intertwined areas of warfare and production. 
Farocki’s idiosyncratic rigor manages to fill the idealistic blind spot with points of 
failure and fragility that turn material fallacies against the proclained dominance of 
humanly guided information. The images studied in the film are never limited to strict 
computerized images, because the virtual nature of possibilities and plans being 
inscribed to them is a relation between different media. From this interplay Farocki 
undermines the dominance of technical images as the signifier of informational 


dominance. 


The idea is not the ideal, it is a geometric schematic drawn through calculations on a 
piece of paper, which now is not of paper anymore and the calculations not made by 
the electric circuit of the brain but the electronic circuit of copper and silicon. The idea 
is a medium, transported through a medium which "gives you an idea" of what you will 
try to make a thing look like. It is very telling that today when one describes the 
classical notion of the ideal one can barely avoid using the metaphor of the ‘blueprint’ 
after which we bring reality into place. A blueprint is something that cannot exist or 
even be thought of without its material medium and it represents the constraints of 
material forces to which the shape of the thing planned has to be subordinated and 


from which it ultimately emerges. 


43 Hayles, p. 5. 
44 Hayles, p. 5. 
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Intermedial Materiality 


“We have been so desensitized by a hundred and fifty years of ceaselessly 
expanding technical prowess that we think nothing less complex and showy than 
a computer or a jet bomber deserves to be called “technology” at all. As if linen 
were the same thing as flax — as if paper, ink, wheels, knives, clocks, chairs, 
aspirin pills, were natural objects, born with us like our teeth and fingers — as if 
steel saucepans with copper bottoms and fleece vests spun from recycled glass 
grew on trees, and we just picked them when they were ripe...”4° 
Farocki calls his Film ‘As You See’, a “mesh - not a regular one made from one yarn as 
in the cloth weaving industry, which pushed for mass production - rather irregular and 
made from a wide variety of found objects like a bird's nest.”*° Certainly it is not mass- 
produced, but it draws it strands from the history of mass-production. Just as a bird 
picks up small branches to carefully assemble them into a shape, which is made 
possible by its parts, but ultimately unpredictable, Farocki removes ‘found’ images 
from their “original instrumental arrangements” and uses them “as material for essayist 


figuration.’*” 


His natural mode of practice is even prior to the essayistic form that of the 
comparison. For Volker Pantenburg Farockis reading of images sets in at the level of 
connotation. A “wealth of implicit references’*® enables connections to become 
visible and produces new connections through visual resemblance. Pantenburg refers 


to the first sentence of ‘As You See’ as a condensed example: 


“This is a plow: like a canon, or a canon that looks like a plow.”°° 


Comparing as a mode of investigation leaves the process of thought bare and 
uncompromised by the constraints of property. The inconclusion of comparison is what 
enables the openness of Farockis perspective. To protect against “all apparent 


objectivity””' Farocki employs a gesture of idiosyncrasy: thinking from seeing, but 


45 ‘Ursula K. Le Guin — Ursula on Writing: A Rant about “Techonolgy”, Ursula K. Le Guin 
<https://www.ursulakleguin.com/a-rant-about-technology> [accessed 5 March 2024]. 

46 Harun Farocki, ‘» Eine Rede Uber Zwei Filme «’ (Zelluloid, 1988). 

47 Blumlinger, ii, p. 104. 

48 Volker Pantenburg, ‘Visibilities. Harun Farocki between Image and Text’, in Harun Farocki, Nachdruck: Texte;[Anläßlich 
Der Retrospektive von Harun Farocki Im Westfälischen Kunstverein Und Im Filmclub Münster Vom 29. Juni Bis 5. August 
2001, in Kooperation Mit Dem Frankfurter Kunstverein...] (Vorwerk 8, 2001). 

49 Pantenburg, p. 25. 

50 ‘Harun Farocki: As You See’. 

51 Pantenburg, p. 26. 
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never knowing. A “fundamental mistrust”? of the images is necessary to not accept a 


plow as a plow, acanon as a canon. 


‘As You See’ compares the forms and uses of machines. Throughout the film the 
objectivity of seeing a machine as machine and a human as a human is undermined. 
Elaborate plotter-drills carving out complex shapes are intercutted with a person 
attaching parts to countless miniature cars through manually pressing each on a 
device. Attribution of expressiveness and repetitiveness emerges as unsure from the 
comparison of labour on the verge of automation. Through showing analogous 
procedures, in which the machine and the human trace each other, like the hand 
protheses or adaption to sewing machine, “manual labor and machine work lose their 
contrasting character.” Analogy is a layer of comparison, which comes to terms with 
the historization of the films subjects in the transfer of the analog to the digital. As a 
word, analog only came to the use it is associated with today during the emergence of 
digital technology and the arising need to differentiate, even if it existed before. Its 
meaning was altered and constituted through comparison. The objectivities of the 
analog and the digital constitute each other through the boundaries they insinuate. The 
way ‘As you See’ compares does not lead back to the essence of the objects, but it 
unhides the structures of connotation they rely on. Once un-objectified the boundaries 
are weakened through a method of materialistic association: Interweaving the history 
of technology, from the connection in the invention of the loom to the Gatling gun, is 
therefore real due to its material, mechanical requirements that are shared and 
compared: "A movement of rotation"’*. This simplistic observation is crucial because it 
breaks through the abstraction of a technology that has been transfigured by the 


removal from its processes of production. 


The variety of the film’s sources, while ultimately appearing in the medium of the 
image, enacts their distinct materialities. Intermedial materiality also means layered- 
ness of the different media, they not only exist separated next to each other, but 
overlap and stick together. The material of theory appears in the film as the depiction 
of books, which Farockis used as research or inspiration. Media-theoretical debates or 
reflections on technology in turn become material that is dissected, referenced and, 


above all, acts as an independent agent; their symbolic power is not completely 


52 Pantenburg, p. 26. 
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54 ‘Harun Farocki: As You See’. 


12 


controlled but appears, like the schematic illustrations and videos. Through this move 
Farockis own intricate relation to the written word” and the text of the film itself 
become situated in the intermedial nest. The incorporation of written language as 
material subjected to unexpected emergent processes, undermines its logocentric 
predominance.° It is also an intermedial analogy between art and science when at the 
end Farocki lists the 'sources' of his research once again in a kind of "visual 
bibliography", ” which leads to the form of the essay film. Of central importance to the 
conception of the film it may have been the inspiration for implementing these 
deviations from the conventions of art, while also paying tribute to Flusser: “In the 
past, there was a point in distinguishing between science and art, and now this has 


become pointless.” 


Kerstin Stakemeier investigates intermediality and materiality in contemporary art from 
the perspective of a crisis in digitality.°° She sets out from an intricate inversion of the 
central problem of the now: It is not materiality that is endangered by the advent of the 
digital, but digitality which lays bare the weaknesses of its definition in its 
omnipresence. Artworks can tap into this instability, not by portraying the newness of 
digital aesthetics, but precisely through unhiding the ways in which the “human and 


machinic materialise themselves both alongside and in one another”: 


“It’s not the obvious digitally animated artworks that are therefore 
crucially the “most digital” at their core, but rather those that trace 
digitality in the signature of the present, which traverses all forms of 
production: its recognizability, its repeatability and, above all, 
determines its social consequences.”©° 


It can be said ‘As you See’ is such a work, acting even before the omnipresence of the 
digital image as investigation of their dawn between military history and post-industrial 
future. Stakemeier reveals the importance of unearthing the already digital in the 
analog,°' which Farocki’s film strongly engages in. Susceptibly he points out how 


weaving produces images in an algorithmic logic very similar to digital image 
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production. This proximity is related to its actual information technology process, 
which is a material one, both here and in the electronic circuits of computers, referring 
back to Hayles.° In the film it is stated that “the loom breaks down an image into dots 
and lines them up line by line, just as a television image is transmitted.”.°? Pantenburg 
sees in this description a nod to the intermedial weaving between technical image and 
written word the film undertakes.°* Stakemeier elaborates the functions and failures of 
the digital as a ‘meta-medium’ which expands the “horizon of indetermination” in which 


the intermedial relations of the real and the represented are troubled: 


“The authenticity of the copy is out of question, but the reality of the 
original is extremely doubtful at present.”®° 


‘As You See’ encourages the dissolution of representational hierarchies, it poetically 
laments and excites the layeredness of the digital image. As Stakemeier called for and 
the film exemplified it achieves this not by “suspending technical operations, but by 


locating them in the midst of their own production.”°® 


Conclusion: Alternatives in productive Immanence 


“The history of technology explains development as a line from A 
to B. Instead it should describe which other paths existed and 
who decided against them.”°” 


In a short format called “Written Trailers” Farocki writes about ‘As You See’ and 
mentions that he “received 80.000 DM from the Hamburg film subsidy for a film about 
Socially Useful Products”.‘® He explains how in the workers movement criticism of 
products have mostly been an afterthought and retells that he read a lot of advertising 
material by the so called Conversion Movement, which’s aim it was to turn the 
productive means of the weapons industry, deemed as obsolete before the end of the 
Cold War, toward new alternative products beneficial to society. Interested in this 


optimistic vision of and need for a socialist industrial production, Farocki’s other Neo- 
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Marxism, in opposition to the idealistic elitism of Adorno, can be recognized. Instead it 
is oriented toward the school of thought of Productivism with its central theorist Boris 
Arvatov that emerged in the Russian revolution and which’s influence on the formation 
of the Bauhaus tradition still remains heavily understated.°° It is again Kerstin 
Stakemeier whose intricate engagement with this history opens up links to the films 


ideas. She defines Arvatos’ goals as such: 


“The work of the artist-engineer will build a bridge from production to 
consumption and this is why the organic engineer-like diffusion of the 
artist into production will, amongst all other things, be an indispensable 
condition of the economic system of socialism, ever more necessary as 
the course of socialism is completed.””° 


Productivism was embedded into the aspiration to shape a new form of subjectivity for 
a new society through envisioning the individuals place of self-fulfillment in the context 
of establishing a common good. While Farocki’s practice certainly didn’t operate on 
such totalizing modes of demanding a normative subjectivity, in the dissolving of the 
boundaries between artistic and techno-scientific labour, as exemplified in the 
essayistic interweaving of research and expression, a theoretical proximity can still be 
sensed. In the film Farocki portrayed members of the Conversion Movement. In a rare 
appearance of himself on screen, he interviews the engineer Mike Cooley, who was 
central to the movement and worked at the British company ‘Lucas Aerospace’. In 
several scenes he explains and shows an invention by his team of activist engineers: a 
train that could convert itself into an automobile at will, with particular promising 


application potential in “third world countries”. ”' 


“Right from the beginning it was very important to have concrete 
suggestions. You can talk for hours about alternatives, but the 
politicians don't understand the significance. We believed we had to 
build a prototype, so that we could really exhibit it.”’? 


Fairly at the beginning of the film, this interesting statement by Cooley opens up the 


political implications in the hierarchical relation between the real and the represented, 
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that a movement aiming at alternatives from within the existing means of production is 
facing. Whether the materialities of a concretely feasible technical machine or the 
blueprint of its plan hold more authoritative value can depend on the sociotechnical 
customs demanded in the context of its dispute. This further illustrates the need to 


situate these relations and not ignore their ambiguity.’® 


As the Conversion Movement believed in the transformation of militaristic production, 
an analog comparison can be made to the motion of seeking emancipatory purpose in 
the means of the new mass-media, which likewise originally enabled war in the eyes of 
the RAF-activists. For Enzensberger electronic media is ‘dirty’, which is “part of their 
productive power.” Farocki’s documentary practice does not shy away from the 
complexities of the emerging technical image but seeks to turn their dirtiness against 
the fetishized objectivity of their use. Images of production and the production of 
images permeate each other in idiosyncratic explorations of their unexpected material 
histories. Farocki dismantles the war machine of images in showing the immanence of 
fighting it inside of its ever evolving engines. ‘As You See’ exemplifies the Marxist 
interest of Farocki in how the conditions of production shape society while acting 
through a great sensitivity for the obscurity of their interrelations.” Through a material 
weaving Farocki asks for the possibilities that have not been actualized, and how their 
virtual possibilities are immanent to the conditions of production at hand. Materialism 
should mean not to romanticize the material, but to prepare for being ultimately 
unprepared to the surprises an emergent material change can unleash, as to not 
encapsulate and prison it into what was expected from it and still hope it will achieve 
that expectation. To what he filmed Farocki always fulfilled this with utmost respect 


and thus achieved to film the production of difference. 
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